To a very remarkable extent the task of the staff of an art museum is what is called "explaining things" to audiences that are unfamiliar with them. This is as true of the writers of learned treatises as it is of those who merely write popular articles in bulletins or concoct labels to be placed on objects. It is also true of those who endeavor to teach by word of mouth in study rooms and museum galleries. In a way, it may be said that explanation of sorts, or rather what passes for it, is a principal function of the museum itself as well as of a large part of its staff.
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Of all the jokes about artists and collectors that have gained currency in the world the following is doubtless one of the best known:
Conversation overheard in a picture gallery: "But it's not a Cimabue!" "How do you know it's not a Cimabue?" "Because I am always silent in the presence of a Cimabue." Today, two or more generations after it was first told, this charmingly silly anecdote still brings its rewarding smile. However, if we stop smiling and think about it, this apparent slice of fatuousness turns out to be really very sensible and serious art criticism.
Its last sentence contains two basic ideas very cleverly disguised. The word "always" indicates the idea that the only, and therefore the best, way for anyone to gain acquaintance with a work of art is through looking so often and so hard at it that he acquires an easy and familiar acquaintance with it. The word "silent" indicates the idea that no one can convey by words any conception of the unique and peculiar qualities that make a work of art either the work of a particular artist or a masterpiece. While many things about an object can be explained or adequately stated in words, as for example that it was made by A for B for use in a certain way at a certain time, the essential things about it as art can only be learned or known through first-hand sensuous experience of it and cannot be phrased in words-which is to say that they cannot be explained. To many people, as one has learned from sad experience, this seems just so much twaddle. If the insides of atoms can be explained, why surely works of art can be explained! One interesting difference between atoms and works of art is that men actually see and handle works of art whereas no one has ever seen or touched an atom, much less taken a peek into its insides. The atom and its contents, whatever they may be, exist only by virtue of explanation or inference, for they have been reasoned out, one might even say intellectually created, very largely in an endeavor to "explain" the curious behavior of measuring instruments, vapor chambers, and photographic negatives when appositely placed in the neighborhood of very complicated electrical apparatus. If we were honest with ourselves we should recognize that atoms much resemble the ancient Chinese dragon who periodically swallowed the moon and thereby brought about the eclipses-that is to say, they have been invented by men who find it easier to accept many complicated things they can only imagine than a few relatively simple things they can actually touch and see. For some unknown reason the intellectual man has always run away from the concrete facts revealed by his senses and hid his head under a pile of intangible explanatory mechanisms made up out of whole cloth. When the Australian bushman does it on his level, we call it mumbo-jumbo-when we do it on our level, we call it "Science." All we really know is that when we do thus and so something happens. The recipe, however, is no more an explanation than is, let us say, baptism or the calling of names.
But to return to works of art, there is no pos-
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The "Now what are we to do in such a crisis? It seems to me that the only sensible course is to do exactly what the kitten does, namely, to wait until we have amassed so much experience of the new kind that it is perfectly familiar to us, and then to resume the process of explanation with elements from our new experience included in our list of axioms.... All our knowledge is in terms of experience; we should not expect to erect or desire to erect an explanatory structure different in character from that of experience.... "The first step in resuming our explanatory progress, after we have been confronted with such a crisis, is to seek for various sorts of correlation between the elements of our new experience, in the confident expectation that these elements will eventually become so fa-miliar to us that they may be used as the ultimates of a new explanation. 
